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 The slippery-soft sensation of the calligrapherʼs brush. The chalky chemical 

aroma of the ink. The intensity of color as it penetrates the canvas. Indeed the action 

itself of writing directly upon a personʼs skin creates a tangible sensory connection 

between the human subject and the art which is being transcribed upon it. For the 

subject is both a participant as well as an observer. When approaching a film that 

deeply explores the relationship between a medium and its audience, between “flesh” 

and “ink,” it is critical to consider the relationship that is being created between the film 

itself, and the viewer. In a 1996 interview with Salon Magazine, The Pillow Book director 

Peter Greenaway asserts that the movie “is really, right at base, a celebration of sex 

and text ... [that] the basic driving force is that every time you see flesh you see text, 

and every time you see text you see flesh” (Hawthorne). There are two significant 

issues that Greenaway addresses with this statement. First, sex and text are both 

symbolically linked to the process of creation, one as a process that ultimately leads to 

the potential for new life, and the other new meaning. Second, that the focus of the film 

examines both flesh and text as interchangeable and intertwined, both are products of 

the human desire to create and communicate. In an excerpt from the 2003 text New 

Media: A Critical Introduction, Martin Lister asserts that there is “no distinction between 
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a medium and a technology” (Lister 77). He references prominent media theorist 

Marshall McLuhanʼs definition that a medium is “any extension of ourselves” (Lister 77). 

In this case, the “text” that Greenaway focuses on is as much a tool as the brush that 

creates it. By examining sexuality and creation in both a biological and a technological 

manner, The Pillow Book is a prime example of the presence of “remediation” in new 

media, and itʼs mirrored relationship with the biological concept of procreation. 

 The Oxford English Dictionary defines procreation as both “reproduction, 

generation,” and “that which is procreated; offspring [or] progeny” (OED). While the term 

is often used to articulate it as such, there is no concrete distinction that this must 

necessarily be a biological process, it could just as easily be used to describe a 

“technological” offspring. Any medium carries within aspects that identify and 

differentiate itself from all art forms as a whole; a kind of “genetic code” that is unique 

for each format. McLuhan claims that “media generally alter the human beingʼs sensory 

relationship to the world, and the specific characteristics of any one medium change 

that relationship in different ways” (Lister 78). Yet film as a medium embodies 

characteristics of multiple mediums to create this “change” in sensory perception. A 

modern motion picture (though not necessarily always) incorporates techniques 

developed for photography, art, music, language, and literature. These “older” art forms 

can be seen as a genealogical trace for the creation of film as a format. More often than 

not, this creates a cohesive whole, a presentation that is undeniably film while the 

influences or the “historical affiliations or resonances” associated with these “older” art 

forms are masked or reconstituted to serve a different purpose (Bolter 21). Jay David 

Bolter and Richard Grusinʼs research in New Media theory describes this process as 
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“remediation,” or that “a new medium ʻappropriates the techniques, forms, and social 

significance of other media and attempts to rival or refashion them in the name of the 

realʼ” (Lister 77). 

 Consider the difference between the original title, “Flesh and Ink,” and that of the 

final title The Pillow Book (Hawthorne). “Flesh and Ink” is a straightforward approach to 

the issue of sex and text in the film, while The Pillow Book is a much more subtle 

choice. The name is a reference to the “erotic 10th century Japanese literary classic” of 

the same name by Sei Shonagon (Hawthorne). Yet in order to construct his narrative, 

Greenaway takes not only direct quotations and material but the structure for the 

narrative of the film as well. The film chronicles the creation of Nagikoʼs (his female 

protagonist) own “Pillow Book.” Yet, because of the sequential and almost ordered 

“cataloguing” of the content in each scene, the film becomes as much Greenawayʼs 

“pillow book” (or “pillow film”) as it is Nagikoʼs. Greenaway does this by specifically 

highlighting and separating these components within the composition of the frame. For 

example : the perspective change of the movie inside the lens of a still frame camera to 

mimic the creation of a photograph (photography), the full-frame image of a moving 

record (music), splitting the frame into multiple nonlinear-yet-conjoined representations 

of the narrative (a mosaic), superimposed and layered imagery of text in multiple 

languages (language and literature). These techniques compose what has been dubbed 

“television language,” what Greenaway describes “in terms of visual phenomena itʼs a 

most extraordinary language” (Hawthorne). Essentially, his movie clearly “diverges from 

yet also reproduces older media” (Deuze 68). The key scene of the film occurs when 

Nagiko and her lover, Jerome, have sex. Greenaway throws every trick he has at the 
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audience during this sequence. He illustrates his concept of the convergence of sex and 

text by layering pages of The Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon over the images of Nagiko 

and Jerome, while introducing multiple languages (and traditions) with the use of the 

French background song. This reveals Greenawayʼs awareness of film as a remediated 

medium (even if he does not know the term) and its relationship with sex.

 Greenaway defends his decision to shift towards a more “Eastern” focus when 

choosing to pursue filming of The Pillow Book by claiming that “the history of Japanese 

painting is exactly the same as the history of Japanese literature. Here, absolutely 

conjoined, is the idea of image and text, in bed, magnificently copulating together. I want 

to use this as a metaphor” (Hawthorne). This metaphor is precisely the process which 

gave birth to the film medium he uses to explore the metaphor itself. The root idea of 

the film is entrenched simultaneously in remediation and procreation.
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